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The New England Historic Genealogical Society 
RALPH J. CRANDALL 
THENEW ENGLAND Historic Genealogical Society was founded in 1845 
for the purpose of “collecting, preserving, and.. .publishing genealogi- 
cal and historic materials relating to New England families....”’ Its 
formation can be explained as a cultural response to a changing New 
England population and society. The outmigration of Yankee sons, 
massive influx of Irish, and rapid emergence of industrial centers 
seemed to foreshadow the disintegration of the old order and ways in 
New England. Preservation became a cherished ideal. Ancient towns 
and families, then numbering seven and eight generations in America, 
were to be remembered as they had existed in the preindustrial past. 
Such a conservative mentality generated a great outpouring of New 
England genealogies and local histories in the nineteenth century. 
Guided by this mentality for the first 100 years of its existence, the 
society has, in recent years, enlarged its vision. Now identified as “A 
National Center for Family and Local History,” it intends to serve the 
genealogical interests of anyone with New England ancestry, regardless 
of national origin or time of arrival in America.2 
The Membership 
For many years available by invitation only, society membership is 
now open to anyone who shares its in te re~t .~  Membership fees range 
Ralph J. Crandall is Director, New England Historic Genealogical Society, Boston, 
Massachusetts. 
SUMMER 1983 129 
RALPH CRANDALL 
from $10 for students to $300 for patrons; most join as “individual 
members” at a cost of $40 annually. 
Membership entitles one to access to the main research library at the 
New England Historic Genealogical Society House at 101 Newbury 
Street, Boston, Massachusetts; a subscription (not included in the 
reduced student rate) to the New England Historical and Genealogical 
Register, the oldest continuously published quarterly journal in Amer- 
ica; free research assistance from the reference librarians (and for a fee, 
extensive assistance from the Director of Research); use of the 40,000 
volume lending library, from which members may request and receive 
up  to three books by mail for one-month use; attendance at Society 
lectures; and a discount on Society publications. 
Membership has increased steadily during the past decade, growing 
from 3500 in the early seventies to more than 6000 today. This increase 
can be attributed in large part to the burgeoning interest in genealogy 
and local history generated by the Bicentennial celebrations and the 
popularizing of family history by Alex Haley’s bestseller Roots. A 
majority of the Society members are middle-aged (forty-five years or 
older); female-about 55 percent well educated (high school graduate or 
higher); and white collar. More than half live outside New England 
(mid-Atlantic, 12 percent; Southeast 10 percent; Midwest, 14 percent; 
Southwest, 5 percent; West, 13 percent; Canadian and foreign, 2 per-
cent). Whether residing outside or within New England, a majority 
have Yankee ancestry. 
During the last five years, the society has served 15,000individuals 
annually in its main library and has processed 10,000 book requests 
yearly through its lending library. Many members are engaged in tradi- 
tional colonial New England genealogical and local history research. 
They wish to discover where their families originated in Europe (usu- 
ally the British Isles), what life in colonial New England was like and 
where else early ancestors may have lived in the original thirteen Eng- 
lish colonies. Some hope to locate family connections in Canada, or to 
trace more recent generations as they migrated westward to New York, 
Ohio, Michigan, or California. 
As a result of genealogical interests generated by Roots, the society 
has gained many members in search of ethnic family origins. These 
recent members have found a growing number of published and prim- 
ary resources in the library which have helped them to identify their 
immigrant ancestors in New England. 
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The Research Library 
The research library numbers more than 300,000 volumes and 
divides into three major subject categories: genealogy, local history and 
related reference works. The genealogical collections include approxi- 
mately 100,000 titles and contain much unpublished genealogical work 
not available elsewhere. Certainly of unparalleled strength for New 
England families, it also ranks among the four or five best collections in 
the United States for American families in general. Similarly, i t  has an 
outstanding collection of New England local history including town, 
county and state histories; institutional histories; collections of vital, 
probate and land records; court and town meeting records; military 
records; and the works of local historical societies. In addition to New 
England genealogy and local history, the library has major holdings in 
English local history and genealogy, the Canadian Maritimes, and 
other regions in the United States with significant populations of 
transplanted New Englanders. Finally, over the years the society has 
collected a group of useful reference works designed specifically for the 
genealogist and local historian. It includes valuable specialized 
regional bibliographies such as John D. Haskell’s Massachusetts, A 
Bibliography of its History, a how-to work such as Timothy Field 
Beard’s H o w  to Find Your Family Roots, and numerous biographical 
compendia-e.g., T h e  Encyclopedia of American Quaker Genealogy, 
Sibley’s Haruard Graduates, and many other types of reference 
materials. 
A recent acquisition by the Society is the International Genealogi- 
cal Index (IGI). Compiled by the Genealogical Society of the Mormon 
Church in Salt Lake City, this microfiche contains vital records for 
about 68 million people from around the world. 
In brief, a researcher might expect to find in the library the follow- 
ing types of publications: 
-basic reference works in genealogy and local history; 

-family histories and genealogies; 

-local histories, including the state, county, and local levels; 

-vital records, church records, town records, probate records, and 

gravestone inscriptions; 
-U.S. Census materials for Massachusetts and Maine for 1795 to 1850, 
with indexes for other states available; 
-military records including the colonial wars; the Revolution; the War 
of 1812; and the Civil War; 
-major genealogical journals for the United States with selected 
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examples from Canada, Australia, Great Britain, and Europe; 
selected family journals; family association newsletters; and ethnic 
and hereditary societies’ publications; 
-The Boston Transcript to 1912 (on microfilm) and local newspaper 
indexes; 
-three specialized resources: New England Marriages Before 1700, 
T h e  U.S. Direct T a x  Census for Maine and Massachusetts for 1798, 
and T h e  Greenlaw Index of the  New England Historic Genealogical 
Society; and 
-significant collections of city directories and college class-books. 
Today the library is utilized most frequently by the individual 
doing basic genealogical research on colonial or nineteenth-century 
New England families. This may be a person engaged in personal 
family research, an independent professional genealogist working for a 
client, someone employed by a genealogical research service, such as 
Yankee Genealogical Service, or a college student assigned the task of 
writing a generational analysis of his or her family. The Society also 
serves a steady stream of persons preparing town or regional studies for 
thrir communities. Often these antiquarian scholars are funded by their 
local historical commissions. Academic scholars are also attracted to the 
library, especially since the emergence during the past twenty years of 
the “new social history.” Their work utilizes the genealogical holdings 
as a basis for writing analytical community and family history studies. 
The Lending Library 
Because so many of its members live a great distance from Boston, 
the society, very early in its history, instituted a book loan service. 
Duplicate copies of titles in the main research library are circulated by 
the mail book loan department at a nominal fee and a maximum of 
three titles may be borrowed during any one month. Numbering nearly 
30,000 volumes, the lending library includes representative holdings 
from each of the major collection areas in the permanent library. Pre- 
1840 imprints and manuscripts do not circulate. A published four- 
volume Catalogue to the Circulating Collection, along with annual 
supplements, provides information for ordering books. The book loan 
librarian and staff process more than 1000volumes per month and offer 
a unique service by making works available to researchers that are often 
impossible to obtain through other interlibrary loan systems. 
LIBRARY TRENDS 132 
N e w  England Historic Genealogical Society 
The Manuscript Department 
The Society received its first gift ofmanuscripts, some Revolution- 
ary War muster rolls, on 15 April 1845. Since then, the collection has 
been enriched by many gifts and deposits and is now the repository of 
5100 linear feet of New England related genealogical and historical 
papers. 
In the late 1970s, the Manuscript Department, with the help of a 
grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities, began a 
program devoted to greater bibliographic control of its holdings. For- 
mal inventories are prepared as each collection is processed, and hold- 
ings are now reported for entry ih the National Un ion  Catalogue of 
Manuscript Collections. In addition, special collections are selected for 
microfilming for wider dissemination. 
The greater variety of materials and collections housed in the 
Manuscript Department include: 
1. genealogical papers, as varied as those of Walter Corbin’s 
transcripts of vital records and epitaphial information; Winifred 
Lovering Holman’s studies of 1200 early New England families; 
Clarence Amon Torrey’s massive twelve-volume index of seven-
teenth century “New England marriages”; Fred E. Crowell’s study 
of “New England marriages in Nova Scotia”; 
2. archives of organizations including the Old South Meetinghouse 
Association Archives, Trinity Church Archives from 1728, and 
Scot’s Charitable Society Archives from the seventeenth century; 
3. personal 	 papers from the seventeenth century to the present 
reflecting personalities and professions as diverse as Coert du 
Boise, a forester, soldier and diplomat, and Thomas F. Fayer- 
weather, a merchant; 
4. 	family papers from the seventeenth century to the present with major 
papers including those of the Hayward and Quincy families; 
5. business papers, such 	as the important eighteenth-century Han- 
cock collection; and 
6. manuscripts that range from the seventeenth century, including a 
1798 census, literary works, diaries, autographs, marine records, 
bible records, charts, gravestone inscriptions, town records, and 
unpublished local h i~ to r i e s .~  
Rare Book Collection 
All pre- 1840 imprints are classified by the society as rare books and 
are housed separately from the main library holdings. Certain areas of 
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the rare book collection are notable for their completeness. These 
include: 
1. New England general history, biography, local history, and 
gazetteers; 
2. 	published sermons which reflect the early religious history of New 
England; 
3. basic sources of American religious and political history in their 
original editions; 
4. Gentleman‘s Magazine, one of the first magazines in the English 
language (this collection, consisting of almost two hundred 
copies, covers the years 1700- 1800); 
5. English county histories; 
6. English and continental heraldry and genealogy; and 
7. an almanac collection, beginning in 1735, which is one of the largest 
in New England. 
8. Recently the Society was given one of the largest private libraries in 
the country-that of John Hutchinson Cook of Bordentown, New 
Jersey. This magnificent gift, probably the largest in the Society’s 
history, consists of 10,000 books on British and Continental nobil- 
i ty  and gentry. 
“The Catalogue of the Rare Book Collection” is in the reading 
room, where requests for materials may be made. Use of rare books is 
reserved for members. 
Publications 
The publications of the society have long been known for their 
high standard of quality. The New England Historical and Genealogi- 
cal Register, the quarterly journal of the society, first published in 
January 1847, is the oldest continuously published historical journal of 
its kind in the United States. Genealogists and those interested in New 
England history find a wealth of information within its pages. Featured 
in the journal are genealogies of families which originated in New 
England, narrative accounts of New England subjects, book reviews, 
listings of recently received books, and genealogical inquiries. Contrib- 
utors include leading authorities in the fields of New England studies 
and genealogy. Monograph publications by the editorial office include 
genealogies, source books, local histories, military records, and refer- 
ence works, with some reprints. The office publishes from three to eight 
works annually. Collaborative works with other institutions include 
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such major efforts as the multi-volume series on the French and Indian 
Wars, published in conjunction with the Society of Colonial Wars in 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Recent publications by the 
society include: 
1. microfilm edition 	of Torrey’s work on New England Marriages 
(seven reels-a printed version is underway by the Genealogical 
Publishing Company); 
2. Walter E. Corbin Collection of vital and other records for central and 
western Massachusetts (fifty-five reels); 
3. the “1798 Maine and Massachusetts Direct Tax” (eighteen reels); 
4. 	Fred E. Crowell’s “New Englanders in Nova Scotia” (one reel); 
5. 	T h e  Pedigree of Fletcher Garrison Hall; 
6. T h e  Jaqui th  Family in America; 
7. eight volumes of lists of colonial soldiers and Revolutionary towns; 
8. T h e  Greenlaw Index of the N e w  England Historic Genealogical 
Society; and 
9. Newton  Biographical Directory. 
Future publications now underway include a consolidated index to the 
Register, volumes 1-135; transcriptions of various Massachusetts prim- 
ary sources-to date, the Charlestown (Massachusetts) Vital Records 
and early Middlesex County Massachusetts Wills (completed); the third 
edition of P. William Filby’s American and British Genealogy and 
Heraldry; several series of article extracts from the Register to be pub- 
lished by the Genealogical Publishing Company. The first of two sets 
will be Genealogies of Connecticut Families (completed) and English 
Origins of N e w  England Families; additional volumes of abstracts of 
Elizabethan and early seventeenth century wills of the county of Essex, 
England; lastly a volume entitled Genealogical Research in N e w  Eng- 
land (completed) consolidating the six Register articles of the last 
several years on genealogical research in the six New England states. 
Educational Programs 
The society’s educational programs are designed to acquaint indi- 
viduals with methods and resources for the study of genealogy and local 
history. A National Lecture Program, cosponsored by local and 
regional genealogical societies, is conducted annually throughout the 
United States, and is open to to the general public. Staff members lead 
these programs which cover such topics as the use of census, military, 
and church records; origins and uses of first names and surnames; the 
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exploration of migration patterns; and compiling and writing genealo- 
gies. The Society sponsors research tours to such places as the Public 
Office and the British Library in London, and to the Library of the 
Church of Latter-day Saints in Salt Lake City. Participants have the 
opportunity to attend lectures by noted authorities and to pursue per- 
sonal research in these outstanding facilities. A series of afternoon 
lectures is given during the autumn, winter and spring months and 
features leading university and professional historians and genealo- 
gists. These talks focus on areas of topical interest, new methods, 
current research, and publications in the field. The Society also holds 
fall and spring Saturday morning lecture series. These presentations are 
aimed at the advanced genealogist and include in-depth discussions of 
repositories and research techniques. 
Collection Development Committee 
A collection development committee has been established at the 
Society to formulate a comprehensive collecting policy and to institute a 
more aggressive acquisitions program. During its preliminary investi- 
gations, the committee learned that since its inception in 1845, the 
Society has depended upon the bequests of “private libraries,” formerly 
owned by leading scholars or collectors, as the basic building blocks of 
the collection. These large gifts, in some cases numbering 5000volumes 
or more, now make up  as much as 50 percent of the current library. 
Another major source has been individual gifts of one or two books, 
usually privately printed genealogies or local histories donated with the 
expectation that they would be listed in the card catalog and mentioned 
in the bibliographic “Recent Books” section of the Register. T o  date, a 
relatively small percentage of the collection has been purchased out- 
right. Not knowing fully how comprehensive the collections were as a 
result of these passive acquisitions practices, the committee instituted a 
program for evaluating the strength of the library, and it also estab- 
lished desired goals for different subject areas. 
Setting Present and Future Collection Goals 
The committee, chaired by James C. Agnew, agreed that the society 
should seek “comprehensive” levels for New England genealogy and 
local history. For reference works directly useful to the genealogist, the 
library would maintain strong holdings (at least 60 percent of known 
titles and all major works) in English genealogy and local history, the 
Canadian Maritimes, and the original thirteen English colonies. 
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“Representative” holdings (the best available genealogies and local 
histories) would be acquired for those regions and states beyond New 
England with substantial numbers of emigrant New Englanders. Most 
importantly, i t  decided that the society should eliminate its traditional 
cutoff date of 1870 for American genealogies. This immediately intro- 
duced much broader collecting parameters. Now any family history, 
especially those that focus on ethnic families arriving in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, are sought for the library. 
Measuring the Comprehensiveness of the Collection 
To evaluate the Society’s main library holdings and determine 
retrospective needs, the committee began a program of bibliographical 
analysis. This project, now in the beginning stages, employs the stand- 
ard and most comprehensive bibliographies available in the field, espe- 
cially P. William Filby’s American and British Genealogy and Heraldry 
and Marion J. Kaminkow’s Genealogies in the Library of Congress, and 
United States Local Histories in the Library of Congress. For works 
published more recently, lists are developed from key genealogical and 
historical journals. For areas where comprehensiveness is desired, an 
item-for-item check is done against the society’s holdings. Where strong 
or representative holdings are the goal, a sampling technique is 
employed. When a major gap appears, we revert to comprehensive 
checking. 
Implementing a Successful Acquisitions Policy 
The committee realized that a most challenging assignment would 
be to implement a successful acquisitions policy, since only limited 
monies have been available in the past for book purchasing. However, 
realizing that some 350,000 volumes had been acquired largely by gift, 
the committee decided to emphasize and streamline this traditional 
method of acquiring books. 
The first step was to place more emphasis on the “Recent Books” 
section of the Register as a source of gifts. To accomplish this, the 
committee prepared an “appeal letter” which was sent to authors, 
explaining the advantages of a citation in “Recent Books” (especially 
the fact that librarians use the list for acquisitions purposes), and 
inviting them to donate a copy of their work. This is a change from past 
practice when books were not actively solicited, but only acknowledged 
as they arrived. 
Second, the committee initiated an exchange program with several 
publishing houses. This appeal takes two forms. We offer advertising 
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space in the Register in return for selected genealogical and local history 
publications donated to the society by publishing houses. We also offer 
to exchange our publications for the works of other houses. Both 
approaches have been most successful. 
Finally, the committee would like toencourage more individuals to 
bequeath their private libraries to the society. Toward that end, i t  has 
begun the task of identifying members and friends of the society with 
major genealogical and local history collections. And, i t  has encouraged 
the giving of these libraries through the society’s Newsletter. 
Conclusion 
Since 1845 the New England Historic Genealogical Society has 
been dedicated to its goal of collecting and disseminating information 
on New England families. In doing so, it has acquired the nation’s 
largest library and manuscript collection on the subject. Now it must 
look ahead to the twenty-first century and take the necessary steps to 
expand its interests. With a wider net, both New England’s most ancient 
and its most recent families will be well represented in the Society’s 
collections, publications and activities. 
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